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COMMENTS: MEETING OF EXCEL STUDENTS
"CONVERSATIONS ON MODELS OF LEADERSHIP--IMSA
VISIONS"
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Good afternoon, ifs a real pleasure for me to be here to talk

...

with you as members of the Academy's Excel group. As Ogden
talked with me prior to meeting with you, he asked me to talk
about "Models of Leadership: The IMSA Visions." And for me to
talk a little bit about what my perspective of leadership is; what
models of leadership were used in developing IMSA; and what the
Board of Trustees envisions for our students. lid like to do that at
the end of my remarks, perhapsJ's conclusions to my remarks
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because the name of your grou~.!.s "What I Believe Leadership Is."

*
*

Leadership is excelling.
Leadership is sticking your big toe into something
when maybe nobody else does.

*
*
*

Leadership is being congruent.
Leadership is having integrity--being who you are.
Leadership is being not afraid to stand up and do the
right thing, even though it may not be popular.

Those are the models for leadership:

*

Courage,

*
*

Tenacity,
Keeping Your Eye On the Ball, and
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Always Maintaining Your Sense of Direction and
Commitment to Your Ideas and Your Dreams.

That is what the Illinois Mathematics and Science Academy was
from the very beginning. That is what I hope it still is, and those
are the characteristics I hope you will have. Weill talk a little bit
more about that when I finish my formal remarks and some of the
stories I want to tell you that I believe characterize leadership from
my perspective, and characterize the excellence I think you must
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strive for if, in fact, you are going to assume the role of leader not
only in this institution, but in your life.

You are the leaders of the Academy, and with that leadership
comes responsibility to help us reshape the next generation.
Although your family will always be a part of you, you are
somewhat on your own, and because of that, you will need to
decide what it is you value, what your priorities really are, and how
hard you want to work for what you want. Essentially, you are
going to have to decide who you are, and what you are willing to
commit your life to.

Let me suggest that how you answer these questions
depends largely upon your attitude, your willingness to take risks,
and your ability to image yourself as successful.
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There was quite a stir being created in the American
corporate sector in the last few years from two books, one of
which is entitled, IN SEARCH OF EXCELLENCE, LESSONS FROM
AMERICA1S BEST RUN COMPANIES, and its sequel called, A
PASSION FOR EXCELLENCE, THE LEADERSHIP DIFFERENCE.
In brief, the authors are beginning to look at the ingredients
that have turned major companies around, and have enabled
them to sustain a compelling difference between them and their
competitors.

There are several themes that permeate these two
books-obviously excellence is in both of the titles. But in addition
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to that, there are a number of beliefs that the excellent companies,
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and I might add successful people, have embraced, and I want to
list them:
'If

A belief in being the best

'If

A belief in the importance of details and execution and
the details of doing the job well.

'If

A belief in the importance of people as individuals.

'If

A belief in superior quality and service.

'If

A belief in innovation.

'If

A belief in the informality of communication at all
levels.

'If

A willingness to not only support, but celebrate
mistakes, because they demonstrate that you have at
least tried something.
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Underlying the success of all these companies was, as the
author states, a "crystal clear passion for excellence. Companies
II

took exceptional care of their customers. They were constantly
innovative. They tried to unleash the energy of those who worked
with them, and promoted institutional mavericks. They engaged in
listening without presumption, and they were driven by the
concept of quality which came first, both in product and service.
Page after page was filled with scenarios where excellence
was demonstrated over and over again, through tremendous zeal
and belief in what people were doing. Everyone in the
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organization lived the quality message.
It was interesting to me, as I read these books, that the
competitors of the excellent companies, and the skeptical
business school students had a common theme in their criticism.
When looking at the Disney theme parks and seeing how clean
they were, they would say, "Anybody could have a clean theme
park. When looking at the success of IBM and their penchant for
II

answering their phones promptly, the competitor said, "Anybody
can do that." But they had, according to the authors, missed the
point entirely. Anybody CAN have a clean theme park, but ONLY
DISNEY DOES. Anybody CAN answer their phones promptly,.bW
ONLY IBM DOES.
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I believe that message is critical for you, as students and
leaders. All students at IMSA have the opportunity to excel. The
offered curriculum and program was the same, but I hope your
response to those opportunities is decidedly different, and I hope
you can say, Any student can excel-but You have.
There was another ingredient presented throughout these
books, and that was you simply must love what you do or
excellence remains an illusive target.
In the introduction to THE PASSION FOR EXCELLENCE, the
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author describes a conversation with the head of a very I~trge
scavenger company who was asked why he thought his company
was the best run garbage company in America. And Len
Steffanali, Chairman of Sunset Scavengers, said his secret was
very simple, "I love garbage. II

Sounds ridiculous, doesnlt it? But what is fascinating to me
is that we are beginning to define a new "bottom linell and that is
commitment. Numbers are deceiving, but the presence or
absence of commitment is readily visible.
Excellence is really a game of inches. Some of you may do
something that has dramatic impact, but most of us try to achieve
excellence by doing a lot of little things well, one-at-a-time.
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But I must put in a caveat, and that is excellence is not for
the faint-of-heart. A passion for excellence means thinking big,
but starting small; and it happens when high purpose and intense
pragmatism meet. But it also carries a price, because excellence
is not a job, it is a personal commitment.
In the last chapter of his book, Peters describes the price of
excellence:
"When you have a true passion for excellence, and when you
act on it, you will stand straighter. You will look people in the
eye. You will see things happen. You will see heroes
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created, watch ideas unfold, and take shape. You will walk
with a springier step. You will have something to fight for, to
care about, to share, scarey as it is, with other people. There
will be times when you swing from dedicated to obsessed.
We don't pretend that it is easy. It takes real courage to step
out and stake your claim, but we think the renewed sense of
purpose, of making a difference, of recovered self-respect is
well worth the price of admission."
If we are willing to pay the price of excellence, our nation will
flourish beyond measure. You are, literally, the people who will
help to shape the direction of the future. This is an awesome and
dynamic challenge; but you have the capacity, in this room.
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As human beings, we have the capacity to generate things
as they might become--this is unique in human nature. That
capacity to image success and to take risks is illustrated for me so
clearly in the story of John Ammat.
John Ammat was the manager of Canada's first expedition to
climb Mt. Everest, the world's tallest peak. He is one of the few
mountain climbers who has succeeded in reaching the summit of
Mt. Everest. That peak, at 29,028 feet, is by far the greatest
challenge to mountain climbers everywhere.

The history of that peak is not very kind to those who try to
scale its heights. The survival ratio is only about 2 to 1, half the
people who try to climb never return.
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John Ammat, and the small number of survivors from his
team, succeeded in reaching Mt. Everest several years ago. I had
the opportunity to hear him speak, and according to him, "What
was significant about the ascent was not actually reaching the top,
but what the team had to go through to get there."
John Ammafs story was one of commitment-digging deep
within himself to find the resources necessary to accomplish his
goal. It was a story of innovation, adaptation to change, positive
attitude, willingness to be flexible, untiring optimism, and the
desire to hang on when other had let go.
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Several members of the audience asked Mr. Ammat why he
wanted to climb Mt. Everest. "We had to take the chance," he said,
"that went with seizing the opportunity; to live the life we wanted to
live, and to be the people we wanted to be--we had to take the
chance."
Education is the sum total of what you have learned about
yourself, about the people with whom you live and work, about
your need to adapt to change, and your capacity to shape the
future.
I do not envy wher~ you are right now. I may wish I had a
little bit more stamina, and perhaps a few less gray hairs, but I
,

don't want to go back and relive some of the uncertainties and
struggles of my adolescence. My world was a very different place
when I was growing up.
I had challenges, temptations, and peer pressures, of
course; but they were not of the magnitude and intensity they
seem to be for you.
You have far more choices than I ever had. You have far
more opportunities for personal and professional fulfillment, but
you also have far more opportunities to make unwise choices that
could have a devastating impact on your life. Because of those
choices, you need a special kind of courage and a special kind of
commitment.
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In an age where you are told to do "your own thing," and
"grab for all the gusto you can," you must have the courage to do
the right thing for the right reasons, to maintain your own sense of
integrity, to not sell yourself, or anyone else short--and most
important--to be true to yourself.
Up until now you have, in many ways, been beneficiaries of
what many adults in this room have provided for you. However,
we know that in not too many years, the tables will turn, and you
will be making decisions that will shape our future.
I
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You will be examining ways to eliminate the threat of nuclear
war. You will be studying genetic engineering, artificial
transplants, and ways to retard the aging process. You will be
struggling with poverty, star wars defense, greenhouse effect,
international food supply, terrorism, and survival in a
technological age.
These are enormous tasks, but they also offer tremendous
opportunities for you to improve the quality of life.
I assume that most of you, as part of our competitive society,
have the will to win, but that is not the real mark of an achiever. It
is not the will to win, but the willingness to prepare yourself to win
that will make the crucial difference.
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Several years ago, I had an opportunity to hear Bruce
Jenner, the Gold Medal winner of the Decathalon at the 1976
Montreal Olympics; Jenner talked a great deal about how people
get the best out of themselves, and he spoke of the success
orientation of athletes. He said something I think is very
important, "In all my years of competing against the top athletes of
the world, when I asked them, 'how do you think you are going to
do today?', I never heard anybody say, 'I'm going for the Bronze
Medal.' They always went for the Gold."
I don't think there is any doubt that you've got to be willing to
put in the time. , You've got to be willing to put all of your energy
into building the life you want to lead; and you've got to believe
(.,

you can succeed.
Real success is a process. It is a way of thinking, it is a way
of devoting one's energy, commitment, and love to an idea, and to
pursue it as far as you can go.
In a wonderful quote, commenting on his own talents,
Einstein said, "I know quite certainly that I myself have no special
talent. Curiosity, obsession, and dogged endurance combined
with self-criticism have brought me to my ideas."

/I
Walt Disney said, "If I can imagine it, I can do it." That
attitude developed the Disney empire. Your attitude, and your
willingness to work, will be the key to your success, because
whether you believe you can, or you believe you can't-you are
right.
Norman Vincent Peale tells a wonderful story about how our
attitude can truly shape what happens to us. Known as the
"Father of Positive Ihinking," Peale is convinced that at the heart
of every problem is a pearl of a great price; that the more
problems we have, the more alive we are, and that the only way to
be strong is to be subject to adversity and overcome it.
(.,

According to Peale, negative thinkers yield negative results,
while positive thinkers send out hopeful thoughts.
To illustrate this, he told the story about a young, very
energetic high school student, who desperately wanted a job that
she found listed in the paper. She told her parents that she was
going to apply for this job, and fully expected to get it.

Her parents had a great deal of skepticism

~bout this,

but

since she was so excited and felt so positive, they didn't want to
say anything to discourage her. She put on her best clothes, and
went to the employment agency to submit her application and be
interviewed.
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However, once she got there she found, to her dismay,
twenty people in line in front of her; and there was only one job.
She didn't know what to do and she thought, 1IIIm the twenty-first
person--how am I going to distinguish myself in this line?1I
She pondered that a bit, and knew she really had to do
something, so she quickly wrote a note and excused herself-she
got to the head of the line, and handed the note to the secretary,
and said to her, "Excuse me, Miss, it is very important that Mrs.
Robinson receive this message. II (Mrs. Robinson was the boss.)
The secretary read the note and a big grin appeared on her face;
she left to give the note to Mrs. Robinson.
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The note said, "I'm the twenty-first kid in line--don't do
anything until you talk to me." Well, she got the job.
You, too, can become what you image yourselves to be over
a long period of time. But, you have to put that goal into your
mind; you have to take charge of your life, and go for the Gold!
I am proud of you, and as I look at your potential for
leadership, I have hopes for you. I hope that you are able to
achieve the things you want, because youlve earned them, and not
because they were handed to you-because then you would be
cheated.

I hope you have opportunities to live courageously-to speak
out against injustice, and to take risks for the right reasons.
I hope you have opportunities to work and live in an
environment that is challenging and growth producing.
I hope you are fortunate to work with people who set high
expectations for your achievement, and I hope you are spared
life's misfortunes.
And most of all, I hope you find someone and something to
love-because that is when you are
the most successful.
I talked before about aHitude, and said that attitude is the
critical factor in how we approach what we do, and how we see
people. How we see ourselves will determine the legacy that we
leave behind.
As human beings we live in somewhat of a paradox. We are
simultaneously, an insignificant speck in the universe, and yet we
are also an organism of limitless potential, capable of explorations
and imaginations not presently conceived; and in our course to
find ourselves, we must cultivate our ability to comprehend, to
reason, to imagine, and to dream.
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I hope before you leave IMSA you have an understanding
and a clear sense of where you now want to go. Alice, in the book
ALICE IN WONDERLAND, said it in a more colorful manner.
"Chesire Cat,11 she began rather timidly, "would you tell me, please,
which way I ought to go from here?"
"That depends a good deal on where you want to get to, II said
the cat.
"I donlt much care where," said Alice.
"Then it doesnlt matter which way you go, said the cat.
II

Or take the Vermont traveler who came across a road sign
with arrows pointing in different directions. He asked a local man
if it made any difference which direction he went. And the man
replied, "Not to me it donlt.11

I hope it does make a difference to you!
Whatever direction you choose--whatever path you decide to
follow--don't sell yourself short--do yourself a favor, and Go for the
Gold!

